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JOSEPH CONFORTI
ELEANOR PICKERING SPRAGCE LECTURE SERIES

“ICE AND G R A N IT E ” :
T H E NEW ENGLAND CHARACTER*
I am delighted to be before you delivering the inaugural
Eleanor Pickering Sprague Lecture. I am still trying to figure
out how someone who has been in Maine only four m onths and
whose last nam e is Conforti has m anaged to be so honored.
D uring my first four m onths in the state I have learned new
things about New England, including why some New E ng
landers eat pie for breakfast. Let me explain.
Before the start of each academic year, the University of
Southern M aine has an opening breakfast. A m ong the items
served is apple pie. W hen I asked why pie was served for
breakfast, I was given the following answer:
For foreigners, the word Yankee refers to all Am eri
cans; for southerners, Yankee refers to northerners;
for northerners, Yankee refers to New Englanders;
and for New Englanders Yankee refers to people in a
small Vermont town who eat pie for breakfast.
I have learned other lessons d u rin g my first four m onths in
Maine. I knew before I arrived that southern New Englanders
do not consider Connecticut part of New E ngland but an
extension of New York. But I have discovered that northern
New Englanders tend to view all of southern New E ngland as
not “really” New England; and Mainers consider southern
M aine not truly Maine or New England. We may, then p ara
phrase an observation of Neal Peirce, the journalist, and for
m ulate an axiom of life in the region: “All New Englanders
believe that everything to the south of where they live is corrupt
and is not really New E ngland.” 1
•The tollowing essay is a shortened and slightly revised version ol the Eleanor Picker
ing Sprague Lecture presented to members ot the Maine Historical Society, the
Maine Chapter of the National Society ol Colonial Dames, and the Portland Chapter
ot the Maine Genealogical Society, November 10, 1987.
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For generations Maine presented a variety of images to intrigue travelers and commentators: quiet down-easi
harbors, traditional rural pastimes, churches on village greens, diveisilied lamilv laims. Alt* landscape features
silt h as these the source ol die “New England Cliarat lei ?'* Photos in ( h i s article aie Iroin the Maine Historical
Sot iei\ Collection.

T h e title of my lecture suggests som ething hard, perm an
ent, or recurring in the New E ngland character, or more
appropriately, in the character — the distinctiveness — of the
region. I am go in g to locus on what 1 th in k are the three most
im portant aspects of the New England experience in the twen
tieth century: 1) the long economic decline of the region and its
recent econom ic revival; 2) the persistence of the Yankee myth
or the Yankee magazine view of New England; and 3) the ethnic
transform ation of the region. Let me start with the first theme
— the long econom ic decline of New E ngland — by taking you
back one year to the fall of 1986.
If you w ill recall, New England's beloved Boston Red Sox
were one out away from w inning their first world cham pion
ship in seventy-five years. T he cham pagne bottles had been
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opened; the Shea Stadium scoreboard had already flashed con
gratulations. T hen disaster struck — the kind of disaster that
New Englanders in general and Red Sox fans in particular have
learned from history to expect.
Well before the nightm arish collapse of the Red Sox, the
Boston Globe had raised the specter of gloom and doom. O n
A ugust 14, 1986, w ith the home team firmly planted in first
place, the Globe ran a history of m ajor late-season Red Sox
collapses. “It’s A ugust and the Red Sox are in first place. Is that
contradictory?” the Globe asked. “Not to Red Sox fans w ith
memories of mid-season dives. Ever since the Sox began to soar,
their often jilted fans have been bracing for the fall.” 2
T he Globe speculated that New E ngland’s Calvinistic
roots m ight be a source of this “A ugust gloom ” and of a kind of
fatalism am ong Red Sox fans. T he Globe turned to no less of an
authority on both the Red Sox and Calvinism than A. Bartlett
G iam atti, the president of the N ational League and former
president of Yale. “T here’s an almost Calvinistic sense of guilt
at success, that we m ust re-enact the G arden of Eden again and
ag ain ,” G iam atti observed in speaking for fellow Red Sox fans.
“Somehow the Sox fulfill the notion that we live in a fallen
world. It’s as though we assume they’re here to provide us w ith
more p ain .” 3
T h e Globe's front-page article was, of course, tongue-incheek. But the sense of gloom that has hovered over the Red Sox
from the departure of Babe R u th to the great collapse of ’86 is
not imaginary. T h e Red Sox, then, are a fitting team for New
England because a sim ilar sense of gloom has hovered over the
region for m uch of the twentieth century. A prom inent Texasborn New E ngland businessm an once remarked that he “used
to tell New Englanders that the one thing you could touch, feel,
and smell when you got off the plane at Logan A irport was
apathy.” 4
I w ant to start w ith the sense of gloom and doom that has
influenced the New E ngland character and the character of
New E ngland in the tw entieth century. And, unlike President
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Ice and granite: a way of life in New England lor centuries.
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G iam atti, I do not want to blame the Puritans. They have borne
too m uch of the historical burden for the sins of New England.
Rather I w ant to point to the eonom ic decline of the region as
the principal source of New E nglanders’ fatalism and relatively
low aspirations in the twentieth century. We are in the midst of
a regional economic renaissance. New England, the region
w ith the lowest unem ploym ent and the highest per capita
income, has led the way in the economic reconstruction of
America over the last five years. But recent prosperity should
not make us lose sight of the region’s long history of economic
decline.
We should remember that the last five years have been the
only period of significant, sustained economic prosperity for
New E ngland in the twentieth century. Recall that only six
years ago, unem ploym ent was over 13 percent in Rhode Island
and in the double-digits in Massachusetts. It was only a little
more than a decade ago that a sharp decl ine in defense spending
and the energy crisis conspired to create the most difficult time
for New Englanders since the Depression.
If we move back from the early 1980s and 1970s to the
1960s, 1950s, and 1940s, we find several variations on this
theme. For m uch of this period New E n g lan d ’s unem ploym ent
rate was significantly higher than the national average. In
1950, for example, when the national unem ploym ent rate was
4.9 percent, New E ngland’s was 6.3. Many of the region’s m ajor
industrial com m unities had double digit unem ploym ent.5Ear
lier still, recall that the Great Depression had hastened the
flight of the textile industry to the South, leaving behind
wrecked local economies and shattered lives. In short, the his
tory of New E ngland in the tw entieth century is a story of
economic decline, high unem ploym ent, personal hardships,
and low aspirations.
T his economic history — not Puritanism — forged the
sense of gloom and apathy that the Texas-born New E ngland
businessm an claim ed to feel as soon as he stepped off the plane
in Boston. More im portant, the economic decline of New E ng
land shaped the character of the region and the behavior of its
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people in the twentieth century. Studies have shown, for
instance, that m id-tw entieth century New Englanders were less
likely to change jobs than workers in any other part of the
country, an d that the average num ber of days lost to work
stoppages in New E ngland was less than half the national
average.6 We all know that historically women have been a
larger share of the workforce in New E ngland than in any other
region of the country. Each of these patterns of behavior offers
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evidence of how econom ic decline and hardship have shaped
the region’s distinctiveness.
An interesting interpretation of the New England charac
ter appeared in Harper's Magazine in the midst ol the Depres
sion. T he essay was w ritten by journalist, literary critic, and
historian Bernard DeVoto. In 1927, DeYoto moved from C h i
cago to Cambridge, Massachusetts. "T h e choice [of New E ng
land],” he wrote, "at once expelled me from th eg u ild to which
I had impeccably belonged — that of intellectuals w ho have
right ideas about America. For according to the right ideas,
New England was a decadent civilization.” Puritanism was
once again invoked as an all-purpose explanation of New
E ngland’s woes. Indeed, as DeVoto documents, P uritan
bashing (and thereby New E ngland bashing) has been a major
recreational sport of A merica’s intellectuals in the twentieth
century. DeVoto quoted one com m entator who intoned "that
n o th in g was left to 20th-century New Englanders but the slag
of Puritanism — gloom, envy, fear, frustration.” T o A merica’s
right-thinking intellectuals, DeVoto noted, “ New England
was a rubbish heap of burnt-out energies, suppressed instincts,
bankrupt culture, social decay, and individual despair.” 7
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DeVoto’s essay, ‘‘New England: T here She Stands ...,”
written in the depths of the Depression, was the result of visits,
not only to the hillside farm ing com m unities of northern and
western New England, but also to the “ulcerous growths of
industrial New E ngland — Lowell, Lawrence, Lynn, Paw
tucket, W oonsocket, Chelsea.” I was born and raised in Fall
River, Massachusetts, and I want to share with you what
DeVoto said about my hometown: “T o spend a day in Fall
River is to realize how lim ited were the im aginations of the
poets who have described hell.’’8 In intellectual circles, New
E n g la n d ’s d isrep u te em erged from its perceived cultural
repressiveness — from the "slag” of P uritanism . DeVoto had
discovered the economic core in New E ngland’s fatalism.
Interestingly, DeVoto discovered that the New England
character rem ained intact, and surprisingly, he praised major
elements of that character. DeVoto saw a sense of realism
embodied in New Englanders which gave them an ability to
deal with hardships. “ How could hard times like the Depres
sion terrify New E ngland?” he asked. “New E ngland had had
hard times, in one way or another, for 300 years.” T he region
had the poorest natural resources in the nation as well as a
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geography and clim ate that required strenuous effort sim ply to
survive. “By the granite they [New Englanders] have lived for
three centuries, tightening their belts, and h an g in g on by the
sense of w hat is real.” T h e people in the region, DeVoto
believed, were coping w ith the Depression better than other
Americans. “ New E ngland had to find a way to endure a
perpetual depression, and had found it.” Perhaps New E ng
landers had lessons to teach other Depression-era A m ericans.9
In addition to a sense of realism born from a history of
economic decline, DeVoto discovered a tradition of p u b lic ser
vice still alive in New E ngland and an accom panying oldfashioned but adm irable restraint on acquisitiveness and m ate
rialism . “In New E ngland if you have a Buick incom e you do
not buy a Cadillac to keep your self-respect,” he observed. “You
buy a Chevrolet, and uniquely in America, you keep it year
after year w ithout hearing that thrift is a vice.” 10
T h ro u g h o u t his essay, DeVoto repeatedly invoked the
image of granite to describe the New E ngland character and the
character of the region. New E n g lan d ’s past was the source of a
strong, enduring, granite-like quality in the reg io n ’s character,
institutions, and values. From the perspective of contem porary
New England, DeVoto’s interpretation provokes a question: If
econom ic hardships have been so influential in shap in g the
character and behavior of New Englanders, how is the recent,
unprecedented prosperity of the region changing traditional
character and behavior? Given the history of the region, are
New Englanders better able to deal w ith adversity than w ith
prosperity? In any case, DeVoto rediscovered New E n g lan d in
the m idst of the Depression. H e recognized that econom ic
decline brought physical decay, but it saved the region, he
thought, from the kind of m oral and spiritual decay that
afflicted other parts of America.

D eVoto’s views represented a larger rediscovery of New
E ngland in the 1930s. T h e m ost distinguished academic histo
rian of New E ngland P uritanism , Perry Miller, began p u b lish 
ing his m onum ental works d u ring the 1930s, for example.
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Todd Farm. Washington County. New England's past is the source of a strong, enduring, gi.mite-like
charattci. Bernard I)e \'<>to said. Economic hardship etches enduring qualities into New England’s genera
tions.

Moreover, the 1930s witnessed the birth of Yankee magazine,
the organ that has done more than any other publication to
perpetuate w hat I w ould call the Yankee myth of New England
in the tw entieth century — the second theme that I want to
address.
In the mid-1950s Yankee magazine established as its main
goal the preservation of Yankee culture. For most, if not all of
its p u b lish in g history, Yankee magazine has had a signifi
cantly larger readership outside of New England than w ithin
the region. It has propagated and perpetuated images that
captured m any of the “New E ngland” values and characteris
tics that DeVoto described adm iringly. Indeed, the title of my
lecture, “Ice an d G ran ite,” and the images it conveys are drawn
from Confessions of a Yankee, the autobiography of Judson
Hale, the editor of Yankee m agazine.11 I w ould venture to say
that only Robert Frost, the poet laureateof the Kennedy adm in
istration, an d perhaps I.. L. Bean come close in influence to
Yankee m agazine as national popularizers of the Yankee myth.
And w hat is the Yankee myth? It is the notion that New
E ngland is essentially English, Protestant, and rural. It is the
idea that the im portant cultural icons of the region are beauti
ful town greens, white-steepled churches, red barns, stone
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walls, m aple syrup, pum pkins, and so on. It is the rom antic
ized, mythologized view of the region that historian George
Wilson Pierson labeled an “obstinate concept” more than
thirty years ago. Pierson himself was struck by the diversity of
New E n g lan d , by the differences between n o rth ern and
southern, rural and urban, coastal and interior, and Yankee
and ethnic New England. Pierson conceded that New Eng
landers possessed a coherent regional culture and distinct char
acter at earlier points in its history. But he doubted that such
cultural coherence and distinctiveness survived in the midtwentieth century. Yet, he admitted, in myth and romance it
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rem ained a distinct region; Yankee culture persisted —
rem ained “o bstinate” — in part because there were “grave
stones” of old cu ltu re.12
Pierson did not identify the role of Yankee magazine as a
caretaker of the region's cultural gravestones, but it is clear that
the material culture of old New E ngland was preserved in the
pages of Yankee magazine. Indeed, Yankee magazine was
established to preserve images, objects, and values associated
w ith old New’ E ngland culture because that culture was in the
process of being altered. T his force for change — New E ng
land’s ethnic transform ation — is my third theme.
T h e ethnic diversification of New E ngland may be as
im portant in understanding the character of the region in the
twentieth century as the history of econom ic decline and hard
ship. DeVoto alm ost completely ignored this im portant aspect
of New' E ngland culture in his Depression-era report on the
region. In 1927, the year DeVoto moved to Cambridge, more
than a q u arter of New Englanders were foreign-born. By 1940,
New E ngland had more foreign-born per thousand than any
other region of the country. Consider Connecticut, for exam 
ple, the hom e of the historically famous Connecticut Yankee.
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In 1940 only three out of ten residents of C onnecticut could
claim a native ancestry that extended back two or more genera
tions. As the follow ing chart indicates, nearly half of the p o p u 
lation of three New E ngland states in 1950 was com prised of
foreign-born and their children; and four New E ngland states
rem ained the most im m igrant and ethnic in the entire country.
W hite Foreign-born and T heir Children
1960
1950
R ank
State
State
Percent Rank
1 Rhode Island
i New York
49.9
2 Connecticut
49.5
2 Massachusetts
3 Massachusetts
3 Connecticut
49.5
4 New York
4 Rhode Island
49.2
5 New Jersey
44.8
5 New Jersey
6 N orth Dakota
39.6
6 N orth Dakota
7 New H am pshire
36.1
7 New H am pshire
8 M innesota
8 Illinois
34.7
9 Illinois
33.4
9 M ichigan
10 M ichigan
33.3 10 M innesota

Percent
41.2
40.5
40.2
40.1
37.7
30.5
29.2
26.9
26.6
25.8

As Pierson p u t it in 1955, “ New E ngland is no more the home
of the Yankee, rather it is the Yankee G h etto .’’13 From a social
perspective, change and diversity, not granite-like permanence,
have characterized New England in the twentieth century. Still,
the popular images of the region remain frozen in time.
What, then, is left of the old Yankee culture of New E ng
land? Given the ethnic transform ation of the region in the
twentieth century, can we still talk m eaningfully about an
enduring, granite-like New England character and culture? Or
does old New England simply persist in myths, symbols, and
feelings — physical and em otional gravestones — in the twen
tieth century?
We m ight now return to contem porary New E ngland and
relate the three themes I have examined far too superficially:
the economic history, the ethnic transform ation, and the
m ythological themes. Let me briefly consider these three
themes and their relationship to the current economic revival
of New England.
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I f DeVoto is right, as I think he is, that New E ngland has a
long history of econom ic decline, how do we account for the
unprecedented econom ic resurgence of New E ngland over the
last five years? We m ight explain the economic rebirth of New
E ngland by an appeal to the Yankee myth. We might, as some
people have, cite Yankee ingenuity as an explanation of the
region’s econom ic renaissance. We could sum m on up all the
convenient symbols and images that we associate w ith Yankee
ingenuity and old-tim e New England.
T h e problem w ith this sort of mythical explanation is that
Yankee New Englanders seem to have had relatively little to do
w ith the econom ic revival of the region. T h e highly respected
jou rn al T he Economist published a lengthy article last
sum m er on New E n g lan d ’s economic rebirth. It concluded:
It is w rong to think of Yankee ingenuity as the
m ain sp rin g of New E n g lan d ’s economic revival for
the sim ple reason that most of New E n g lan d ’s suc
cessful entrepreneurs are not New Englanders. They
arrived there as university students and stayed.14
W hile only 5 percent of the American population lives in New
England, the region educates and employs a disproportionate
num ber of professional, technical, and scientific specialists. T o
cite ju st two examples: in 1984 10.7 percent of all com puter
scientists w ho received doctorates and 11.9 percent of biochem 
ists w ith Ph.D.s worked in New England. Such a “concentra
tion of talent’’ that has m igrated from outside the region helps
account for New E n g lan d ’s economic rebirth, according to The
Economist.15
Yet the view that talented “outsiders” are largely responsi
ble for the econom ic resurgence of New E ngland has recently
been criticized as an oversim plification. In an article published
recently in Connection: New England's Journal of Higher
Education, Jo h n C. Hoy argues that impressive talent has
emerged from the diverse im m igrant com m unities that trans
formed Yankee New E ngland in the twentieth century. T he
educational and professional aspirations of second and third
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T h o s e w h o w rite a b o u t th e N e w E n g la n d c h a ra c te r a re s lo w
toapreciatetheregion'seconom
icandethniccom
plexity.The c o n v e n t e n t s
s y m
b o l s
w
e
assoicatewithYankeevalueswillnotexplainNewEngland'sresponsetosweepingchangesinthemodernworld. Still, some things about the New England character will always
remain the same.

generation im m igrants have given New E ngland a vitality and
talent pool that are lacking in other parts of the country.
“ Yankee ingenuity,” Hoy writes, “ has been revived by fresh
waves of corporate and political entrepreneurs of ethnic origin,
including, lot example. An Wang, Ira Stepanian, Ray Stata,
Edson deCastro, G abriel Sc hmergel, Jack Welch, and the Dunley and Kennedy clans.” 16
Of course, the political leadership of the region in recent
years has also reflected the aspirations ol assimilated second
and third generation New England ethnics. It is not necessary
to recite a long list of ethnic congressmen, senators and gover
nors. One need only listen to how the region’s most prom inent
governor has, in his quest for the W hite House, expropriated
the ethnic issue from Mario Cuomo. Michael Dukakis repeat
edly refers to his im m igrant father's rise from the mills of
Manchester, Lawrence, and Lowell to H arvard Medical
School. U rban, ethnic twentieth-cent ury New England was the
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crucible, D ukakis suggests, that groomed him to preside over
M assachusetts’ econom ic rebirth and that prepared him to lead
the nation.
D ukakis is a representative of the new New England that
has emerged in the 1980s. T h is New E ngland is “new ” not only
because it is prosperous but also because it is a "de-Yankeefied”
New E ngland whose professions, businesses, and politics are
being increasingly inf luenced by descendants of the im m igrant
groups that overwhelmed the region. T h e new New England
has even produced a highly successful magazine that com ple
ments Yankee m agazine’s com m itm ent to preserving regional
tradition. New England Monthly captures the prosperity, the
sophistication, and the diversity of the new New England.
But in spite of sw eeping change and the emergence of a
new New England, some things will remain the same in the
region. T h e Yankee myth will, and perhaps should persist, in
part because, as someone has observed, “New E ngland is a
region, in a most fundam ental sense, becauseits p eo p leth in k it
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is.” 17 In addition to the persistence of such regional selfconsciousness, we can be assured that pie will continue to be
eaten for breakfast in New E ngland and that the Red Sox w ill
continue to break New E nglanders’ hearts.
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